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Introduction 

 Being Bright Is Not Enough: The Unwritten Rules of Doctoral Study, by Peggy 

Hawley, is a highly practical text that succinctly describes the process of the doctoral 

dissertation, from the purpose to the defense and beyond. In writing this text, the author 

provides encouragement to students preparing for the dissertation while also providing a 

clear roadmap and guidance for each step of the process.  Unlike other texts on the 

subject that stress the official academic understanding of the process, Hawley approaches 

her readers as a student advocate and gives advise for navigating the difficulties and 

politics of academia.   

Insights 

Ecclesiastes 1:9 says, “What has been is what will be, and what has been done is 

what will be done, and there is nothing new under the sun.1” Hawley explains that the 

single purpose of the dissertation phase is to demonstrate the student’s ability to conduct 

research, not necessarily to discover substantial new material. She further says that 

although chairs typically expect you to design a project which creates an original and 

significant contribution, “the truth is that most dissertations make an original contribution, 

but few make a significant (in the sense of profound) contribution to the theory, practice 

or policy-making of their disciples.2”  

A second insight is the importance of a good chair. Throughout the dissertation 

process, the chair serves as the guide and mentor.  Hawley recommends a careful search 

when choosing a chair to determine that professor who will challenge and encourage the 

	
1	Eccles. 1:9 (ESV).	
2	Peggy Hawley, Being Bright Is Not Enough, 3rd, (Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas 
Publisher LTD, 2010), 37.	
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student while also helping him or her navigate the politics of the committee and 

institution. The student also needs to understand his or her own personal strengths, 

learning styles, needs and weaknesses as well as the desired traits in a chair.  Hawley 

recommends that, if possible, the student make every effort to personally know the 

potential chair before making a commitment through classroom interaction. Furthermore, 

the student should seek a chair who is accessible, relatively organized, and friendly.3 

Third, Hawley explains that in the dissertation defense, while chairs and the 

committee will ask difficult questions and will challenge the student, they generally do 

want to see the student succeed.  She postulates that if the committee and chair allowed a 

dissertation defense to be scheduled, then each member believes the student is ready.  In 

spite of this, Hawley strongly encourages the student to be well prepared to discuss any 

and every aspect of his or her research4.  

Perhaps one of the most practical pieces of advice to doctoral students is to create 

a network of fellow students who can serve as sounding boards and mock committees 

throughout the process.  Hawley suggests “the beauty of the mock defense is that you can 

experiment with different ways of responding with no penalties attached.  In the safety of 

your collegial group you can take back your first answer and try to be more articulate on 

a second or third try.5” With hours of rehearsal with fellow students, the doctoral student 

is more likely to succeed in the defense.  In addition to the defense preparation, a network 

	
3	Peggy Hawley, Being Bright Is Not Enough, 3rd, (Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas 
Publisher LTD, 2010), 60-61. 
4 Peggy Hawley, Being Bright Is Not Enough, 3rd, (Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas 
Publisher LTD, 2010), 145-146. 
5 Peggy Hawley, Being Bright Is Not Enough, 3rd, (Springfield, IL: Charles C Thomas 
Publisher LTD, 2010), 138.	
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of students can help guide the doctoral student in choices of chair, potential pitfalls and 

other important pieces of information. 

Evaluation 

Having never participated in the writing of a doctoral dissertation, the author of 

this paper is unable to produce documentation or personal experience that could disagree 

with the recommendations and conclusions of the author.  Based on current knowledge, it 

can only be assumed that Hawley thoroughly understands the process, and while each 

university or seminary is different in the details, the process, expectations and difficulties 

will be similar.  

Reflection 

 Each insight above is a source of encouragement to the author of this paper.  For 

years, he has believed that the dissertation project must be original and groundbreaking in 

its research.  In contrast, Hawley stresses that the work will likely not be groundbreaking 

in the field.  This relieves tremendous pressure to discover something that has never been 

discovered before.   

Second, the practical advice for choosing a chair is extremely beneficial.  Without 

prior experience in such matters, the student can make an informed and intelligent 

decision about who would best guide and challenge him or her through the process.   

Third, although the defense is a stressful and challenging encounter, it is 

encouraging to remember that the student is the expert on the subject, and if he or she is 

well prepared, the committee and chair will eagerly accept the student’s work. 

 As the author of this paper begins the dissertation phase of the Doctor of Ministry, 

he will keep this practical and beneficial text readily available.   
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